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Introduction 

In ISKCON, while women are generally recognized informally as spiritual teachers, no 
woman has so far been formally allowed to serve as an initiating spiritual master, diksa-guru. 
Now there is a proposal to allow a woman to take up this role, and this has created some 
controversy. The resulting discussion has inspired many devotees to look more closely at 
the roots of our movement to find authoritative answers from guru, sddhu, and sastra about 
what are absolute principles and what are possible adjustments. The present paper is 
primarily an exploration into sastra regarding the roles and responsibilities of vaisnavis. We 
examine statements on the social and spiritual role of ladies from the Upanishads, the 
Vedas, and some of the principal commentaries on them. Since for Gaudiya Vaisnavas the 
authority on religious ritual is Hari-bhakti-vilasa, we also examine the texts therein as well as 
some relevant points from Srlla Sanatana Gosvami's Dig-darsinl-tika commentary. This paper 
does not offer any conclusions. We present herein excerpts from these literatures in the 
hope that they will be of some value for the followers of ISKCON's Founder-Acharya His 
Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada. 

Srila Prabhupada expected ISKCON's managers to deal with complex issues that they may 
come to face by considering all aspects and arriving at a decision through proper discussion: 

Personally I wish all the existing GBC may be trained up so perfectly that in the future in my 
absence they can manage the whole Society very nicely and strongly. That is my desire. At 
least in this stage of my life it is not at all desirable that there be any factions amongst 
yourselves. Try to settle up amicably and correct yourself. One man is trained up with great 
difficulty, especially in spiritual life. Everyone has got some weakness and deficiency. It is 
better to correct or mend it than to break it. It will be best to discuss this in an open meeting 
of the GBC and then do the needful. (Letter to Hamsaduta, 29 September 1974.) 

A bibliography has been provided at the end of this paper that specifies the sources used in 
its preparation. 
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Women in the Vedas 

The Vedic age can be described correctly only in the language of the Vedas and its 
supporting literature — the various brahmanas, upanisads, etc. The following passages offer 
an insight into the position and rights of women in the Vedic age. 

Created as Equal Halves 

The Brhad-aranyaka-upanisad [1] (1.4.3) contains the following passage — 

sa dvitiyam aicchat sa haitavan dsayatha stnpumamsau samparisvaktau. sa imam evatmanam 
dvedhdpdtayat. tatah patis ca patnl cabhavatam. tasmad idam ardhabrgalam iva sva iti ha smaha 
yajnavalkyah. 

He (the Supreme Lord) desired a partner. Assuming a form as great as the form of a man and 
woman combined, he divided this great form of himself and thus two equal parts fell, from 
which husbands and wives, respectively, were produced. Therefore, Yqjnavalkya said that 
both of us are like two equal halves of a shell. 

Equal Rights to Education and Celibacy 

Direct evidence supporting the equal right to education is found in the Atharva-veda [2] 
(11.5.18) as follows, 

brahmacaryena kanyayuvanam vindate patim 

Through brahmacarya a girl attains a suitable husband. 

So what is this brahmacarya? Sayana, the most prominent commentator on all the four 
Vedas, comments on the above Atharva-veda section: 

brahmacaryena brahma vedah tad-adhyayanartham-acaryam 

The word brahmacaryena means "by all efforts employed to study the Vedas in order to know 
Brahman". 

The Srimad-bhagavatam speaks of two ladies attaining to complete Vedic knowledge: 

tebhyo dadhara kanye dve vayunam dharinim svadha 
ubhe te brahma-vadinyaujnana-vijnana-parage 

Svadha, who was offered to the Pitas, begot two daughters named Vayuna and Dharinl, both of 
whom were impersonalists and were expert in transcendental and Vedic knowledge. (4.1.64) 

Some Hymns Reserved for Them 

There are many hymns in the Rg-veda that are reserved for recitation only by women. An 
example (Rg-veda [3] 10.159.1-2) speaks about a woman's qualification to speak on 
transcendental topics: 

ud asau suryo agad ud ayam mamako bhagah 
aham tad vidvala patim abhy asaksi visasahih 
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aham ketur aham murdhahamugra vivacani 
mamed arm braturh patih sehdndyd updcaret 

Let my good fortune rise with the rising sun. May I attain my husband, defeat my enemies, 
and may I always be very tolerant. May I be an excellent knower of the Vedas, and a 
powerful speaker on the same. May my husband always be pleasing and behave tolerantly 
towards me. 

Transmitters of Vedic Knowledge 

In the Brhad-devata [4] (2.82) of Saunaka Rsi, the names of no less than twenty-six women who 
have contributed hymns to the Vedas are listed. This means that they have composed, 
practiced, taught, and initiated others in these hymns, for only the creator of a hymn or 
those coming in the creator's disciplic succession can initiate others. Many of these hymns 
can still be found today in the Vedas. The list of women is as follows, 

ghosa godhd visvavdrd apdlopanisannisat 
brahma-jdydjuhur-ndma agastyasya svasdditih 
indrdni cendramdtd ca saramd romasorvasi 
lopdmudrd ca nadyas-cayamindrica sasvati 
srir-ldksd sdrpardjnivdk-sraddhd medhd ca daksind 
rdtrisuryd ca sdvitri brahma-vddinya iritdh 

Ghosa, Godhd, Visvavdrd, Apdld, Upanisat, Nisat, Brahmqjdyd also known as Juhu, Aditi - the 
sister of Agastya, Indrdni, the Mother of Indra, Saramd, Romasd, Urvasi, Lopdmudrd, the river 
Yami, the river Nan and the river Sasvati, Sri, Laksd, Sdrpardjni, Vdk, Sraddhd, Medhd, Daksind, 
Rdtri and Suryd - also known as Sdvitri - are famous as knower s of Brahman and are [the 
contributors of Vedic hymns]. 

Eligible to receive the Gayatri and the Sacred Thread 

The Yama-smrtf 5] specifies the right of women to study Vedas and receive the thread, 

purd-kalpe tu ndrindrh maunji-bandhanam-isyate 
adhydpanam caveddndm sdvitri vacanam tathd 

Previously women were initiated with Brahmin threads and would teach the Vedas and 
acquire knowledge of the Gayatri. 

Thus, there are quite a few places in the Vedas where women have been encouraged to 
teach and perform all kinds of sacrifices, including initiations. 



3 



JAIMINI AND AlTISAYANA 



Jaimini is the renowned composer of the literature known as Purva-mimdmsd sutras. 
According to the Srimad-bhdgavatam (1.4.21), he is the professor of the Sdma-veda and the 
direct disciple of Vyasadeva. 

Jaimini's Purva-mimdmsd sutras have been referred to by many dcdryas in their works, e.g. 
Srila Jiva Goswami in his Krsna-sandarbha and Srila Baladeva Vidyabhushan in his Govinda- 
bhdsya. Both these dcdryas quote Purva-mimdmsd sutras as a valid and acceptable authority. 

As Jaimini was compiling the Purva-mimdmsd sutras, he wished to tackle the case of equal 
rights for women in all sacrifices (including diksd). He was well aware of the school of a 
certain sage named Aitisayana, who had declared that all these sacrifices were only for the 
higher three classes and not for women and sudras. Jaimini discussed this issue in the first 
chapter of the sixth part of his Purva-mimdmsd sutras. The famous Vedic commentator 
Shabara-swami commented on these sutras. We are reproducing here the entire section 
along with the commentary of Shabara-swami. 

The entire discussion revolves around the word svarga-kdmah in the following aphorism in 
the Sruti — 

darsa-purna-mdsdbhydm svarga-kamo yajeta (Apastambha Srauta Sutra 3.9.4) 
One who desires heaven should perform the Darsa and Purna-masa sacrifices. 

Jaimini in the Purva-mimdmsd sutras [6] (6.1.3.6) presents the view of the opposite party 
(purva-paksa) first, 

linga-visesa-nirdesdt pum-yuktam-aitisdyanah (Sutra 6) 

The Sage Aitisayana says that since the gender used in the aphorism is masculine (svarga- 
kdmah), therefore only males are eligible. 

Commentary: darsa-purna-mdsdbhydm svarga-kamo yqjetetyevam-ddi samdmndyate. tatra 
sandehah. kim svarga-kdmam pumdmsam-adhikrtyayqjetety-esa sabda uccaritah? atha vd'niyamah 
striyam pumdmsam ca? iti. kim prdptam? pum-lingam-adhikrtam mene aitisdyanah. kutah? linga- 
visesa-nirdesdt. pum-lingena visesena nirdeso bhavati, svarga-kamo yqjeteti. tasmdt pumdn-ukto 
yqjeteti, na strl. 

Translation of Commentary: The aphorism 'One who desires heaven should perform the 
Darsa and Purna-masa sacrifices' is seen in the Vedas. In that there is a doubt. Is the aphorism 
recited keeping in mind only a male, or both male and female? The sage Aitisayana says that 
only males are eligible. Why? It is because the masculine gender has been specified in the 
word svarga-kdmah in the aphorism. This word refers to a man, and therefore only men are 
allowed, and not women. 

Jaimini then gives his conclusion: 

jdtim tu bddardyano 'visesdt tasmdt stry api pratiyetajdty arthasydvisistatvdt (Sutra 8) 

Vyasa, however, says that both ladies and men belonging to the upper three classes are fit 
for all sacrifices, as there is no distinction of class between males and females in the word 
svarga-kdmah. 
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Commentary: tu-sabdah paksam vyavartayati. naitadasti purhso 'dhikara itijdtirh tu badarayano 
'dhikrtam manyate sma aha. kim-ayarh svarga-kama itijati-sabdah samadhigatah? netyaha. katharh 
tarhi? yaugikah, svargeccha-yogena vartate. kena tarhi sabdenajatir-uktaya adhikrteti gamyate. 
nova ca vayarh brumo jativacana iha sabdo 'dhikaraka iti. kirn tarhi? svarga-kama sabdenobhava 'pi 
strl-pumsavadhi kriyate iti. ato na vilaksitam pum-lihgam iti. kutah? avisesat. na hi saknoty-esa 
vibhaktih svarga-kamam lingena visistum. katham? laksanatvena sravanat. svarge kamoyasya tam- 
eva laksayati sabdah. tena laksanenadhikrto yqjeteti sabdena ucyate. tatra laksanam-avisistam 
striyam pumsi ca. tasmac-chabdenobhava 'pi strl-pumsav-adhikrtav-iti gamyate. tatra kenadhikarah 
striya nivartyate? vibhaktya iti cet. tan-na. kasmat? pum-vacanatvat. strl-nivrttav-asaktih. purhso 
vibhaktya punar-vacanam-anarthakam-iti ced na. anarthakyo 'pi stn-nivrtter-abhavah. 
parisahkhyayam svartha-hanih. parartha-kalpana prapta-badhas ca. na canarthakyam. 
nirdesarthatvat. tasmat stry api pratiyetajdty arthasyavisistatvat. 

Translation of Commentary: By the word 'tu' in this sutra, the purva-paksa is refuted. It is 
not that only males have the right. Those belonging to the upper three classes, whether men 
or women, are bonafide, as said by Vyasadeva. A question is to be asked here. Is the word 
'svarga-kamati to be considered as a word which defines a group or as a word which points to 
a single person? The other party says, "It cannot point to a group, because the way in which 
it is grammatically formed points only to a single person, and that also a male." 

However, we (the uttara-paksa) say that the word l svarga-kamah' cannot refer only to a male. 
Why? Because of its non-speciality. The word cannot be restricted only to the male species 
because it emphasizes eligibility over gender. The emphasis is on the fact that "One who 
desires heaven should perform sacrifices." The rightful performers of the sacrifice are 
indicated by the word 'yajet'. if it is said that the word 'svarga-kamah' is of masculine gender 
by rules of grammar, then we (the uttara-paksa) say that it is not so, for assuming that only 
males are indicated will lead to the following problem: 

The purpose of the word svarga-kamah is to state that whosoever desires to go to heaven 
should perform the sacrifices. Since it is a well-observed fact that even women desire 
heaven, if the purpose of the original aphorism was to state that only men should perform 
the sacrifices then the language would have had to include specific wording to state that it 
did not apply to women. 

Therefore, women are also included in the three higher varnas that can perform sacrifices. 

Thus, in the opinion of Vyasadeva, even women are eligible to perform all sacrifices. 

Later commentators also give the example that the statement 'brahmano na hantavyah 1 — a 
brahmana should never be killed — also includes a brahmani. This shows that even though 
male species may be indicated in an aphorism, it often includes females. 

Moreover, the original sutra contained the name of a sacrifice, 'Purna-masa 1 . Ladies who 
performed these sacrifices are thus rightfully known as l Paurna-mdst '. 
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Manu-samhita 



Srila Prabhupada often quoted the following selections from Manu-samhita l7] : 

na strl svatantryam-arhati (9.3) 

Women should not be given independence. 
And also, 

pravrttiresa bhutanam nivrttis tu maha-phalah (5.56) 

Everyone in material life is attracted to furthering the way of attachment (pravrtti-marga), 
but the greatest treasure is to be gained by following the path of detachment {nivrtti-marga). 

However, Srila Prabhupada did not always support the conclusions of this literature: 

Yes, but we do not keep him sudra. A devotee is no longer sudra. We are creating brahmanas. 
Just like these Europeans and Americans. They, according to Manu-samhita, are mlecchas, 
yavanas. But we are not keeping them mlecchas and yavanas. Just like these European and 
American boys. They are accepting the Vedic regulative principles: no illicit sex, no meat- 
eating, no intoxication, no gambling. So they are no more sudras or candalas. They are 
brahmanas. (Room Conversation, 5 June 1974.) 

According to the Manu-samhita you are all mlecchas and yavanas. You cannot touch the Manu- 
samhita, what to speak of translating it. So if you try to follow the Manu-samhita then you 
become a mleccha and yavana and your career is finished. (Secretary's letter to Madhusudana, 
19 May 1977.) 

Contradictions 

Manu-samhita says different things about women. Sometimes its thrust is to speak highly of 
them: 

prqjanartham maha-bhagah pujarha grha-diptayah (9.26) 

Women are to be worshipped. They are extremely auspicious. They are the illuminators of 
the home. 

yatra naryastu pujyante ramante tatra devatah 
yatraitastu na pujyante sarvas-tatraphalah kriyah (3.56) 

Wherever women are worshipped, the demigods reside, and wherever they are not 
worshiped, all activities end in failure. 

While some other sections speak derogatorily: 

paumscalyac cala cittac ca naisnehyac ca svabhavatah (9.15) 

Women are by nature adulterous, fickle-hearted, and devoid of all love. 

nirindriya hy amantras ca striyo 'nrtam iti sthitih (9.18) 

Women are to be considered as devoid of all sense, devoid of all mantras, and full of falsity. 
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Sometimes we even find both kinds of statements in the same chapter — Chapter 9. No 
statement is offered directly in Manu-sathhita that resolves this incongruity. 

Interpolations 

Taking note of this and other points, various scholars have opined that the Manu-sathhita we 
see today has suffered from considerable interpolation. In the introduction to the earliest 
known commentary on the Manu-sathhita by Medhatithi [8] , we find the following verse 
written by the scribe of the commentary: 

mdnyd kdpi manu-smrtis-tad-ucitd vydkhydpi medhdtitheh 
sd luptaiva vidher-vasdd kvacid-api prdpyarh na tat-pustakam 
ksonindro madanah sahdrana-suto desdntardd-dhrtaih 
jirnoddhdram-acikarat tata itas-tat-pustakair likhyate 

Earlier, there was another Manu-sarhhitd with a suitable commentary by Medhatithi. That is, 
however, lost now due to the influence of providence and is no longer available. The king 
named Madana, the son of Sahdrana, procured some scattered portions from various places 
and the remaining book was rewritten. 

Srila Bhaktivinode Thakura also speaks about Manu-sathhita' s interpolations in his 
introduction to the Krsna-sathhita [9 \ 

The varndsrama system continued purely for a long time, until Jamadagni and his son 
Parashuram, of ksatrlya natures, claimed themselves as brdhmanas. By following a varna 
contrary to their nature out of self interest, they created friction between the brdhmana and 
ksatrlya classes. Because of this seed of enmity between the two classes, the procedure of 
judging varna by birth became fixed. In time, this system of varnas without reference to 
nature entered covertly in the Manu-sarhhitd and other scriptures. 

Not Applicable in Kali Yuga 

Even if one were to believe that the Manu-sathhita that is found today is not an interpolated 
version of the original one, one would still be discouraged to accept it as a current authority 
by the following statement of the Parasara-smrti [10 \ 

krte tu mdnavd dharmds tretdydrh gautamdh smrtdh 
dvdpare sdhkhalikhitdh kalau pdrdsardh smrtdh (1.24) 

The Manu-sarhhitd is applicable in Satya-yuga, the Gautama-smrti is applicable in Tretd-yuga, 
the Sahkha-likhita-smrti is applicable in Dvdpara-yuga and the Pardsara-smrti is applicable in 
Kali-yuga. 

Not a principal authority 

A similar point is made by Srila Madhvacarya in his work Mahabharata-tatpatya-nirnaya 

vaisnavdni purdndni pahcardtrdtmakatvatah 
pramdndny eva manvddydh smrtayo 'py anukulatah 

Purdnas which establish the supremacy of Vishnu are authority as they convey what is stated 
in Pahcardtra. Smrti sdstras like those of Manu and others are also authority so far as they are 
consistent with these. (Part l) 



7 



Apparent Contradiction in the Hari-bhakti-vilasa 

The Hari-bhakti-vilasa is the law book of the Gaudiya Vaisnavas. Evidence is found in the Hari- 
bhakti-vilasa regarding ladies giving mantras. Before we consider that, there is a certain 
precaution which Srila Prabhupada gives us regarding Hari-bhakti-vilasa: 

Actually, Gopala Bhatta Gosvami collected only a summary of the elaborate descriptions of 
Vaisnava regulative principles from the Hari-bhakti-vilasa. It is Srila Bhaktisiddhdnta Sarasvati 
Gosvdmts opinion, however, that to follow the Hari-bhakti-vilasa strictly is to actually follow 
the Vaisnava rituals in perfect order. He claims that the smdrta-samdja, which is strictly 
followed by caste brdhmanas, has influenced portions that Gopala Bhatta Gosvami collected 
from the original Hari-bhakti-vilasa. It is therefore very difficult to find out Vaisnava 
directions from the book of Gopala Bhatta Gosvami. It is better to consult the commentary 
made by Sandtana Gosvami himself for the Hari-bhakti-vilasa under the name of Dig-darsini- 
tikd. Some say that the same commentary was compiled by Gopindtha-pujd Adhikdri, who was 
engaged in the service of Sri Rddhd-ramanaji and who happened to be one of the disciples of 
Gopala Bhatta Gosvami. (Purport to Caitanya Caritdmrta, Madhya 1.35) 

Having seen this, let's examine the positive and negative evidence from Hari-bhakti-vildsa [12] 
regarding female diksa gurus: 

Positive Evidence 

tdntrikesu ca mantresu diksdydm yositdm api 

sddhvindm adhikdro 'sti sudrddindm ca sad-dhiydm (1.194) 

In all matters of initiations in tantras and mantras, saintly ladies have all rights, and so do the 
sudras and others who are dedicated to serving their spiritual masters. (The word 'adhikdrah 1 
is to be noted in the original Sanskrit.) 

dgamoktena mdrgena stri-sudrair api pujanam 
kartavyam sraddhayd visnos cintayitvd patim hrdi (1.195) 

Through the path shown in the dgamas, ladies and sudras can also worship the deities. They 
should faithfully perform such worship, thinking about their respective Lords in their 
hearts. 

strindm apy adhikdro 'sti visnor drddhanddisu 
pati-priya-ratdndm ca srutir esd sandtani (1.197) 

Ladies too have all right to conduct the worship, etc., of Lord Vishnu, and so do those girls 
who are unmarried and desire a suitable husband. This is the verdict of the eternal sruti. 
(Again, the word 'adhikdraK is to be noted in the original Sanskrit.) 

agastya-samhitdydm sri-rdma-mantra-rdjam uddisya— 
sucivratatamdh sudrd dhdrmikd dvija-sevakdh 
striyah pati-vratds cdnye pratilomdnulomqjdh 
lokds cdnddla-paryantdh sarve 'py atrddhikdrinah (1.198) 

In the Agastya Samhitd, indicating the Sri-rdma-mantra-rdja, it is said, "All have equal 
qualification for this mantra, whether they be a sudra who is dedicated to his vows and eager 
to serve the brdhmanas, ladies who are dedicated to their husbands, or dog-eaters who are 
born of any type of marriage (pratiloma or anuloma)." 



8 



svapna-labdhe striya datte mala-mantre ca try aksare 
ekaksare tathd mantre siddhadin naiva sodhayet (1.211) 



One should not ritually purify a mantra obtained in a dream, a mantra given by a woman, a 
mala-mantra [a mantra of over twenty syllables] or mantras of one or three syllables for siddha 
and so on. 



grhastha vanagas caivayatayo brahmacarinah 
striyah sudradayas caiva sarve yatradhikarinah (1.218) 

The grhastha, vanaprastha, sannydsi, brahmacari, ladies and sudras are all eligible to receive the 
[Gopala] mantra. (The word l adhikdrinah' is again to be noted in the original Sanskrit.) 

striyo vdyadi vd sudra brdhmandh ksatriyddayah 

pujayitvd sild-cakram labhante sdsvatam padam (Hari-bhakti-vildsa 5.452) 

All attain to the eternal spiritual world by worshipping the sdlagrdma-sild, whether a lady, a 
sudra, brdhmana, ksatriya, etc. 



Negative Evidence 



yosito navamanyeta na casam visvased budhah 

na caiversyur bhavet tdsu nadhikuryat kadacana (Hari-bhakti-vildsa 11.708) 

A wise man should not disregard, nor put faith in a woman. He should not become envious of 
them and should never give them any authority or rights. (Emphasis added.) 



Resolving the Contradiction 



The compound word nadhikuryat in the negative evidence directly contradicts the word 
adhikarinah in the previous positive evidence. How to resolve this contradiction? The 
Laghu-bhagavatamrta (5.327) says: 

virodho vdkyayor yatra ndprdmdnyam tad isyate 
yathaviruddhata ca syat tadarthah kalpyate tayoh 

An explanation of two apparently contradictory statements should leave no scope for 
ambiguity. Instead, an explanation which leaves no contradictions should be sought. 

The nadhikuryat kadacana statement in the Hari-bhakti-vildsa which speaks against women 
being given authority or rights has been taken from the Visnu-purana. A closer look at the 
current editions of the Visnu-purana gives the original Sanskrit text of the statement in a 
different way that completely changes the meaning: 

In the Visnu-purana editions published by two separate publishers [13][14] , the same verse is 
found as follows, 



yosito navamanyeta na casam visvased budhah 

na caiversya bhavet tdsu na dhik kuryat kadacana (3.12.30) 



A wise man should neither disregard nor put faith in a woman. He should not become 
envious of them and should never curse them. (Emphasis added.) 

A simple change from nadhikuryat kadacana to na-dhik-kuryat kadacana (changing 'na' to 'na' 
and 'ku' to 'kku') makes a world of difference in the way the verse is understood. 
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Some may be inclined to think that this version of na-dhik-kurydt kaddcana might be a recent 
interpolation in the Visnu-purdna. However, in the commentary of Srila Sridhar Svdmi 
(written sometime between 1350 and 1450 AD) on this verse of Visnu-purdna [15] the alternate 
reading is recognized: 

na dhik kuryat dhik-kararh na kuryat (commentary on the same verse) 

'Na dhik kuryat' means one that should not curse them. 

In this way all of the statements of Hari-bhakti-vildsa can be reconciled. 
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Hari-Bhakti-Vilasa on Restrictions of Women and Sudras 



While presenting codes of behavior, Hari-bhakti-vilasa distinguishes between ladies who are vaisnavas 
and those who are not: 

ato nisedhakamyadyad vacanarh sruyate sphutam 
avaisnava-param tat tad vijneyam tattva-darsibhih (5.453) 

Therefore, wherever restrictive statements are to be found in scriptures [regarding sudras or 
women], those statements are understood by the learned souls as applicable to non-vaisnavas 
only. 

yatha— 

brahmanasyaiva pujyo 'ham sucer apy asucer api 
strl-sudra-kara-samsparso vajrad api suduhsahah 
pranavoccaranaccaivasalagrama-silarcanat 
brahmani-gamanac caiva sudras candalatam iyat (5.454 - 455) 

For example, the Lord says, "I am to be worshipped only by the brahmanas, whether they are 
clean or unclean. The touch of the hands of a woman or sudra is worse than a thunderbolt to 
me. if a sudra utters the pranava [om], worships the salagrama-sila, or cohabits with a brahmana 
lady, then such a sudra will attain the more degraded status of a dog-eater. 

Srila Sanatana Gosvaml explains the mood of this verse in his detailed purport as follows: 

tad eva sn-naradoktya pramanayati — brahmaneti. satam vaisnavanam sudranam, salagrame sri- 
salagrama-silarcane, anyesam asatam sudranam. ataeva sudram adhikrtyoktam vayu-purane— 

ayacakah pradata syat krsim vrtty artham acaret 
puranam srnuyan nityam salagramam ca pujayet iti. 

evam maha-purananam vacanaih saha— brahmanasyaiva pujyo 'ham iti vacanasya virodhan 
matsarya-paraih smartaih kaiscit kalpitam iti mantavyam. yadi cayuktya siddham sa-mulam syat 
tarhi cavaisnavih sudrais tadrslbhis ca strlbhis tat-puja na kartavya, yatha-vidhi grhita-visnu- 
dlksakais ca taih kartavyeti vyavasthapaniyam. yatah sudresv antyqjesv api madhyeye vaisnavas te 
sudradayo na kilocyante. tatha ca naradlye— 

svapaco'pi mahlpala visnor bhakto dvijodhikah iti 

itihdsa-samuccaye— 

na sudra bhagavad-bhaktam nisadam svapacam tatha 
viksatejati-samanyat sayati narakam dhruvam iti 

padme ca— 

na sudra bhagavad-bhaktas te tu bhagavata narah. 
sarva-varnesu te sudra ye na bhaktajanardane iti 

etad-adikam eagre vaisnava-mahatmye vistarena vyaktam bhavi. kim ca, bhagavad-diksa-prabhavena 
sudradinam api vipra-samyam siddham eva. tatha ca tatra— yatha kancanatam yati ity adi. etac ca 
prag-dlksa-mahatmye likhitam eva. ata eva trtiya-skandhe devahuti-vakyam [Srimad-bhdgavatam 
3.33.6]- 

yan-nama-dheya-sravananukirtandd 
yat-prahvanadyat-smaranad api kvacit. 
svado 'pi sadyah savanaya kalpate 
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kutah punas te bhagavan nu darsanat iti 

savandyayajandya kalpateyogyo bhavatity arthah. ata eva vipraih saha vaisnavanam ekatraiva 
ganand. tathd ca hari-bhakti-sudhodaye sri-bhagavad-brahma-samvdde— 

tirthdny asvattha-taravo gdvo viprds tathd svayam 
mad-bhaktds ceti vijneydh panca te tanavo mama iti 

caturtha-skandhe [Srimad-bhdgavatam 4.21.12] sri-prthu-mahdrdja-varnane— 
sarvatrdskhalitddesah sapta-dvipaika-danda-dhrk 
anyatra brdhmana-kuldd anyatrdcyuta-gotratah iti 

acyuto gotra-pravartaka-tulyo yesdm vaisnavanam tad vyatirekena cety arthah. tathd tan- 

mahdrdjasyoktau [Srimad-bhdgavatam 4.21.37] 

mdjdtu tejah prabhaven maharddhibhis 

titiksayd tapasd vidyayd ca 

dedipyamdne njita-devatdndm 

kule svayam rdja-kuldd dvijdndm iti 

atra sri-svdmi-pdddndm tikd—mahatyas ca tdrddhayas ca tdbhir yad-rdja-kulasya tejas tat tasmdt 
sakdsdd dvijdndm viprdndm kule qjito devatd-pujyo yesdm vaisnavanam, tesdm kule mdjdtu 
prabhavet. kaddcid api prabhavam na karotu. kathambhute samrddhibhir vindpi svayam eva 
titiksddibhir dedipyamdna iti 

puranjanoktau [Srimad-bhdgavatam 3.26.24] ca— 
tasmin dadhe damam aham tava vira-patni 
yo 'nyatra bhusura-kuldt krta-kilbisas tarn 
pasye na vita-bhayam unmuditam tri-lokydm 
anyatra vai mura-ripor itaratra ddsdt iti 

tatrdpi saiva tikd—he vira-patni yas te krtdparddhah. tasminn aham brdhmana-kuldd anyatra 
anyasmin muraripu-ddsdd itaratra ca damam dadhe, dandam karomity adi. idrsdni ca vacandni sri- 
bhdgavatddau bahuny eva santi. ittham vaisnavanam brdhmanaih saha sdmyam eva sidhyati 

kim ca—viprdd dvisad-guna-yutdt [Srimad-bhdgavatam 7.9.10] 

ity ddi-vacanair vaisnava-brdhmanebhyo nica-jdti-jdtdndm api vaisnavanam sraisthyam 

nirdisyatetardm. ata evoktam sri-bhagavatd srx-hayagrxvena srx-hayasirsa-pancardtre sri- 

purusottama-pratisthdnte— 

murtipdndm tu ddtavyd desikdrdhena daksind 

tad ardham vaisnavanam tu tad ardham tad dvijan mandm iti 

atoyuktam eva likhita sarvair bhagavatah paraih pujya iti. tathd ca brahma-vaivarte 
priyavratopdkhydne dharma-vyddhasydpi sri-sdlagrdma-sild-pujanam uktam— 
tatas ca vismitah srutvd dharma-vyddhasya tad vacah. 
tasthau sa ca samdniya darsaydmdsa tdv ubhau 
nirnikta-vasanau vrddhdvdsanasthau nijau guru 
sdlagrdma-sildm caiva tat-samipe supujitam iti 

atrdcdras ca—satdm madhya-dese 'smin visesato daksina-dese ca mahattamdndm sri-vaisnavdndm 
pramdnam iti dik. evam sn-bhdgavata-pdthdddv apy adhikdro vaisnavanam drastavyah. yato vidhi- 
nisedhd bhagavad-bhaktdndm na bhavantiti devarsi-bhutdpta-nfndm pitrndm [Srimad-bhdgavatam 
11.5.41] ity ddi-vacanaih. tathd karma-paritydgddindpi na kascid doso ghatata iti tdvat karmdni 
kurvita [Srimad-bhdgavatam 11.20.9] iti, yaddyasydnugrhndti bhagavan [Srimad-bhdgavatam 4.29.46] 
ity adi vacanais ca vyaktam bodhitam evdsti. (Dig-darsini commentary on Hari-bhakti-vildsa 5.454 - 
455) 
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Translation: These two verses are spoken by Sri Narada. It should be noted that vaisnavas 
born in sudra families have the right of worshiping the salagrama-sila. Sudras and ladies who 
are not vaisnavas are barred. Vaisnavas born in sudra families have the right, as specified in the 
Vayu-purana as follows: 

The sudra should donate to the renunciates, work for agricultural and mercantile activities, 
listen to the puranas regularly, and worship the Salagrama-sila. 

Seeing the differences that the original verse has from the Vayu-maha-purana and other 
puranas, certain envious smarta-brahmanas consider these puranic statements to be 
interpolations. It is to be known that a non-vaisnava sudra or woman, even if fully 
knowledgeable in the rituals, is not to perform any deity worship. However, there are all 
provisions for a lady or sudra who is properly initiated in a vaisnava line. Those who are 
vaisnavas amongst people born in sudra or outcaste families are not to be considered as sudras. 
This is given in the Naradlya Purana as follows, 

"0 King! A vaisnava from a dog-eating family is greater than a twice born brahmana." 
Also, the Itihdsa-samuccaya says, 

"The devotees of the Lord are not sudras, aborigines, or dog-eaters. One who sees them with 
such an ordinary caste-impelled vision certainly goes to hell." 

And the Padma-purana says, 

"Those who are devotees of the Lord are never sudras. In fact, they are known as bhagavatas. 
Those who are not vaisnavas in all the four castes are to be known as the actual sudras." 

Similar glorification of vaisnavas has been elaborately described previously in this book (Hari- 
bhakti-vildsa). It is proved therein that by Vaisnava initiation, sudras etc. also attain the level of 
a brahmana. The verse yatha kahcanatam yati kamsyam rasa-vidhanatah (just as bell-metal mixes 
chemically to produce gold, all men attain the status of a brahmana by the process of 
initiation). This was already written previously in the section describing the importance of 
initiations. Thus, the following statement of Srimad-bhagavatam [3.33.6] is justified, 

"To say nothing of the spiritual advancement of persons who see the Supreme Person face to 
face, even a person born in a family of dog-eaters immediately becomes eligible to perform 
Vedic sacrifices if he once utters the holy name of the Supreme Personality of Godhead or 
chants about Him, hears about His pastimes, offers Him obeisances or even remembers Him." 

The word 'savanaya kalpate 1 here means that such a person becomes eligible for Vedic yajnas. 
Therefore, the vaisnavas are counted on the same level as the brahmanas. Furthermore, in the 
Hari-bhakti-sudhodaya, the Lord says: 

"Holy places, banyan trees, cows, brahmanas, and myself — these five forms are present in the 
body of my devotee." 

Also, in the Snmad-bhagavatam [4.21.12], it is said regarding Maharaja Prithu, 

"Maharaja Prithu was an unrivaled king and possessed the scepter for ruling all the seven 
islands on the surface of the globe. No one could disobey his irrevocable orders but the saintly 
persons, the brahmanas, and the descendants of the Supreme Personality of Godhead [the 
Vaisnavas]." 

Here, the word acyuta-gotra indicates vaisnavas who are on the same level as those sages who 
originated the other brahmana-gotras, family lines. 
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Also, Maharaja Prithu himself says in the Snmad-bhagavatam [4.21.37], 

"The brahmanas and vaisnavas are personally glorified by their characteristic powers of 
tolerance, penance, knowledge and education. By dint of all these spiritual assets, vaisnavas 
are more powerful than royalty. It is therefore advised that the princely order not exhibit its 
material prowess before these two communities and should avoid offending them." 

Here, Srila Sridhara Svdml comments, "Great material opulence and the royalty exhibited by 
those who belong to royal families should not be shown in front of those who are born in 
brahmana lineages or the vaisnavas, the worshippers of Lord Ajita. Even a slight show should 
not be made. Why so? For these personalities are effulgent, even without great jewels and 
opulences, simply on the strength of their tolerance and austerity, etc." 

Similarly, King Puranjana says in Snmad-bhagavatam [4.26.24], 

"0 hero's wife, kindly tell me if someone has offended you. I am prepared to give such a 
person punishment as long as he does not belong to the brahmana caste. But for the servant of 
Muraripu (Krishna), I excuse no one within or beyond these three worlds. No one can freely 
move after offending you, for I am prepared to punish him." 

Here, too, Srila Sridhara Swami translates the verse in his commentary as follows, "0 hero's 
wife. I shall punish whosoever has offended you, except if he be a brahmana or a servant of 
Lord Krishna." 

Similar statements are to be found in plenty in the Srimad-bhagavatam. By this, the similarity 
of bramanas and vaisnavas is proved. Moreover, by the verse 7.9.10 of the Snmad-bhagavatam, it 
is indicated that the vaisnavas born in castes lower than the brahmanas are even greater than 
them. 

Having said this, Lord Hayagriva also says in the Hayasirsa-pahcaratra, Purusottama-pratistha 
section, as follows, 

"The worshippers of the deities should be given half of the donations, the vaisnavas should be 
given half of that, and the brahmanas should be given half of what the vaisnavas have been 
given." 

Therefore, all devotees are certainly worshipable. Furthermore, in the Brahma-vaivarta- 
purana, in the narration of King Priyavrata, we find that the hunter named Dharma also 
worshipped the salagrama-sila. The verse is as follows, 

"And hearing their words with great amazement, Dharma the hunter stood still and saw both 
his gurus. Both of them were aged, dressed in fine garments, and seated on an elevated seat. 
In front of them, Dharma the hunter carefully worshiped the salagrama-sila." 

Now a description of practical conduct amongst vaisnavas — amongst the devotees in the 
central and especially in the southern parts of India, it is seen that all vaisnavas have the right 
to recite the Snmad-bhagavatam and other literature. No restrictions are seen on the devotees 
of the Lord, since all of them are viewed under the privilege of the devarsi-bhutapta-nrnam- 
pitrnam verse from Snmad-bhagavatam [11.5.41]. Moreover, they are not considered to be at 
fault for giving up their ordinary duties according to the tavat-karmani-kurvita verse from the 
Srlmad-bhagavatam [11.20.9] and also according to the y add yasyanugrhnati bhagavan verse 
from Srlmad-bhagavatam [4.29.46]. 
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Other Smrtis and Itihasas 

There are a number of other smrtis that differ with the Manu-smrti regarding women and 
their rights. A few examples: 

Women can Chant Gayatri 

manasd bhartur-aticdre tri-rdtram ydvakam ksiraudanam vd bhunjdndghah sayitordhvam tri- 
rdtrdd-apsu nimagndydh sdvitry-asta-satena sirobhir-juhuydt-putd bhavatiti vijndyate (Vasistha 
Smrti [16] 21.7) 

If a lady thinks ill of her husband in her mind, then she should keep barley grains for three 
nights in water and offer them along with flowers in sacrifice while chanting Gayatri for a 
hundred and eight times. Thus she becomes purified. 

Same rights in Vedic Mantras 

Srila Madhvacarya quotes the Vyoma-samhita in his Brahma-sutra-bhasya [17] (l.l.l) as follows, 

dhur apy uttama-strindm adhikdrarh tu vaidike 
yathorvasiyami caiva sacyddyas ca tathdpard 

Elevated ladies are definitely entitled to the Vedas, just like Urvasi, Yaml, Sari, etc. 

Two Types of Ladies 

The Harita-smrti ll8 \ which is much older and broader in its outlook than the current edition 
of the Manu-smrti, speaks about two types of women as follows, 

dvividhdh striyah. brahma-vddinyah sadyo-vadhvas ca. tatra brahma-vddinindm upanayanam 
agnindhanam vedddhyayanarh sva-grhe-ca bhiksdcaryd iti. sadyo-vadhundm tupasthite vivdhe 
kathancid-upanayana-mdtram krtvdvivdhah kdryah (21.23) 

There are two types of ladies — the brahmavddinl, who doesn't desire to marry, and the sadyo- 
vadhu, who wishes to marry. For the brahmavddinl there is provision for receiving the sacred 
thread, conducting the fire sacrifice, studying the Vedas, and begging alms at her own home. 
The sadyovadhu at the time of marriage should only be invested with the sacred thread and 
then married." 

Srila Thakur Bhaktivinode makes similar points about different types of ladies: 

stri-loka suddha-bhakta ha-ile anya stri-lokake noma vijnayera pasdri ha-ite pdrena. purusddigake 
ndma dite pdrena nd. tabe adhika bayahprdptd many a stri sthala-visese satarka tdra sahita purusa- 
digera nikata ndma vikraya karite pdrena. ndma pracdra-sthale vrddhd o bdlikd strivyatita 
sambandha-rahita anya stri-lokake kona purusa-pracdraka avalokana vd sambdsana karibena nd. 

Women who are pure devotees can also become traveling saleswomen for distributing the 
holy name, but they cannot give the holy name to men. According to time, place and 
circumstance, and with great care and caution, mature women can distribute the holy name 
to men. Apart from elderly women or very young girls, men preachers should avoid 
discussion with women. (Godruma-kalpdtavf 19] ) 
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stri-lokera grhasthdsrama o sthala-visese vanaprastha vyatita anya kona asrama svikartavya naya. 
kona dsddhdrana-sakti-sampannd strlvidya, dharma o sdmarthya labha kariydyadi brahmacarya vd 
sannydsa-dsrama grahana kariyd sdphalya-ldbha kariyd thdkena vd labha karena, tdhd sddhdranatah 
komalasraddha, komalasanra o komalabuddhi strijdtira pakse vidhi nahe 

Women are allowed to enter only the grhastha asrama and in special cases the vanaprastha 
asrama. Although some women, being exceptionally qualified by achieving high education, 
expertise in understanding the scripture, and the power of abstinence, may take to the 
brahmacdn or sannydsi asrama and obtain all success, it is not the normal rule, as women are 
usually of weaker body, faith, and discriminating power. (Caitanya-siksdmrta l20 \ chapter 2, 
part 4) 

Women are not on the Level of Sudras 

There is sometimes an idea that women are on an equal level with sudras or even lower than 
them. Harita, too, in the same smrti, rejects the idea by giving a solid argument as follows, 

na sudra-samdh striyah. nahi sudra-yonau brdhmana-ksatriya-vaisydjdyante. tasmdc-chandasd 
striyah samskdrydh. 

Ladies are not the same as sudras. Why? Because it is not possible that brahmanas, ksatriyas 
and vaisyas will be born from the womb of a parent who is sudra. Therefore, one must 
educate and initiate ladies in all sacrifices [or else they'll become sudras and there will be 
fear of everyone degrading into sudras]. 

Other examples of Women in the Vedic Age 

The time depicted in Ramayana is considered to be when the Vedic Age was at its highest 
point. In the Vdlmiki Ramayana l21 \ we find the following evidence regarding ladies, 

sd ksauma-vasand hrstd nityam vrata-pardyand 
agnimjuhoti sma tadd mantravat krta-mangald (2.17.10) 

And cheerful Kausalyd, who was dressed in fine silk and was dedicated to her vows, offered a 
fire sacrifice by uttering mantras to make everything very auspicious. 
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The Path of the Tantras 



The path propagated by the smarta-brahmanas was a restrictive one as far as education for 
ladies and sudras was concerned. Examples of this could be found in many places: 

amantrikd tu karyeyam strinamavrdasesatah (Manu-samhita 2.66) 

All samskaras for ladies are to be done without any mantras. 

savitripranavamyattu laksmim stri-sudrayornecchanti (Nrsimha Tapani Upanisad [22 \ 3) 

Do not give brahmana initiation to women or sudras. 

However, the path of the Tantras and Agamas was open to women and sudras. The 
endorsement of this path by Sri Caitanya and his associates is evident from the stark 
contrast that the following statement shows in its attitude towards the sudras: 

klba vipra kiba nydsi sudra kene naya 

yei krsna-tattva-vetta sei guru haya (Caitanya-caritamrta, Madhya 8.128) 

Whether one is a brahmana, a sannydsi or a sudra— regardless of what he is— he can become a 
spiritual master if he knows the science of Krishna. 

Srila Prabhupada makes it evident in his purport on this verse of Caitanya-caritamrta that the 
term 'guru' can be applied equally to vartma-pradarsaka, siksa and diksa gurus. 

The Tantras are a Bonafide way of Worshiping the Lord 

Some vaisnavas cringe upon hearing the word 'tantra', associating the term with ritualistic 
drinking of alcohol and performance of ritualistic sex. In the Srimad-bhagavatam, however, 
Krishna clarifies the situation: 

vaidikas tantriko misra iti me tri-vidho makhah 
trayanam ipsitenaiva vidhina mam samarcaret (11.27.7) 

One should carefully worship me by selecting one of the three methods by which I receive 
sacrifice: Vedic, tantric, or mixed. 

The Path of the Tantras is more prominent in Kali Yuga 

The Srimad-bhagavatam also says: 

tarn tada purusam martya maha-rajopalaksanam 
yajanti veda-tantrabhyam paramjijndsavo nrpa 
iti dvapara urv isa stuvantijagad-isvaram 
nana-tantra-vidhanena kalav api tatha srnu (11.5.28, 30) 

My dear King, in Dvapara-yuga, men who desire to know the Supreme Personality of 
Godhead, who is the supreme enjoyer, worship him in the mood of honoring a great king, 
following the prescriptions of both the Vedas and tantras. 0 King, in this way people in 
Dvapara-yuga glorified the Lord of the universe. In Kali-yuga also, people worship the 
Supreme Personality of Godhead by following various regulations of the tantras (revealed 
scriptures). 
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Srila Sridhara Swami says in his commentary on this verse: 

ndnd-tantra-vidhdneneti kalau tantra-mdrgasya prddhdnyam darsayati 

By the word ndnd-tantra-vidhdnena in the verse, the predominance of the path of tantras [over 
the Vedic Path] is shown in Kali-yuga. 

It is therefore not surprising that in the Hari-bhakti-vildsa many tdntric scriptures are 
quoted. A partial list is as follows: 

Visnu-ydmala-tantra (quoted in 2.6 etc.) 
Ndrada-tantra (quoted in 2.23 etc.) 
Rudra-ydmala-tantra (quoted in 2.29 etc.) 
Gautamiya-tantra (quoted in 1.170 etc.) 
Trailokya-sammohana-tantra (quoted in 1.179 etc.) 
Sammohana-tantra (quoted in 2.147, 2.185 etc.) 
Sanat-kumdra-tantra (quoted in 11.57 etc.) 
Bhdgavata-tantra (quoted in 12.376 etc.) 

The Tantras Allow Female Gurus 

The Rudra-ydmala-tantra^ (2.32) says in regard to female gurus: 

sddhvi caiva saddcdrd guru-bhaktdjitendriyd 
sarva-mantrdrtha-sarvqjnd sadhavd pujane rata 
guru-yogyd bhaved esd vidhavdrh parivarjayet 

A saintly and righteous lady who is dedicated to her guru, a knower of all the mantras, all 
knowledgeable and who is constantly engaged in worship of the Lord, is eligible to become 
guru, except for a vidhavd, a lady whose husband has passed away. 

From this verse it seems that the preferred candidates for women gurus are those who are 
duly married. However, the same book says that even the vidhavds are allowed if the mantra 
is a transcendental mantra and not a material one: 

siddha-mantro yadi bhavet grhniydd vidhavd-mukhdt (2.113) 

If the mantra is a siddha-mantra or a transcendental mantra, it can be accepted from a 
vidhavd. 
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